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Abstract 
 
Workplace mobbing is a particularly serious phenomenon that is extremely costly to 
organizations and the health of those targeted. This article reports on a study of self-identified 
targets of mobbing. Findings support a five-stage process of mobbing, which commences with 
unresolved conflict and leads ultimately to expulsion from the organization. Participants report a 
number of experiences, such as lengthy investigations and escalation of conflict, that result in an 
increasingly unbalanced sense of power away from the individual and towards the organization. 
Revealed is a mismatch between the expected organizational justice processes and support and 
the actual experience. Recommendations for approaching this problem are discussed.   
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Introduction 
This paper aims to examine the contribution of unresolved conflict to the workplace mobbing 
process and, in particular, the important role of power differentials and the acquisition of power 
by involved parties during conflict escalation. Also discussed are the contingencies during 
escalation that may represent leverage points for intervention, and ultimately the prevention of 
mobbing, which has very negative implications for individuals, groups and organisations. As 
such, it addresses a gap in the literature wherein the understanding of such escalation has often 
been overlooked (Keashly & Jagatic 2003) and focuses attention of practical solutions, another 
area of need (Georgakopoulos, Wilkin & Kent, 2011).  
 Drawing upon the experiences of over 200 participants from public sector organisations 
across Australia, the present study was conducted over a three year period. The participants 
identified their experience as workplace mobbing, a five phased process leading to expulsion 
from the workplace. As it transpired, some of the participants had been unfairly accused of 
workplace bullying and this paper highlights the various forms of workplace conflict arising 
from the way in which these complaints were investigated. While there is an expectation that 
public sector organisations demonstrate leadership in regard to good policies and practices to 
ensure organisational justice when complaints or accusations are made against colleagues and it 
is also assumed that principles of natural justice, procedural fairness and due process will be 
followed, this study highlights that departmental practices, for example in dealing with 
complaints of bullying, tend to favour the complainants regardless of the sometimes seemingly 
trivial, malicious, and vexatious nature of the complaints. This paper contributes to the literature 
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an in-depth understanding of mobbing processes, in particular the role of unresolved conflict, use 
of power, and associated recommendations for intervention in this extremely costly process.  
 
Worplace mobbing 
The terms ‘workplace mobbing’ and ‘workplace bullying’ are often used interchangeably to 
describe the same behaviour. This has led to the concept of ‘workplace bullying’ adopted as an 
all encompassing term to cover a range of abusive behaviours including mobbing (see for 
example, Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003). However, while the interchangeable use of the 
terms is useful in some contexts, other authors including Davenport, Distler-Schwartz and 
Pursell-Elliott (1999), Leymann (1990; 1996), Westhues (2003; 2008) and Shallcross, Sheehan 
and Ramsay (2008), argue that it is essential to recognize the pathology of workplace mobbing as 
a different phenomenon to that of workplace bullying if it is to be recognized, understood and 
effectively dealt with.  
  Similarly, another key researcher in the Leymann tradition, Westhues (2008), while 
acknowledging that some of his colleagues use the terms mobbing and bullying interchangeably, 
argues that mobbing is significantly different (p.2). To support this view he comments that in his 
research of mobbing in academia over a 15 year period, targets are often not recognised by 
others as having experienced bullying, and in fact, many of them have been called bullies (p.3). 
He suggests that the term 'bully' is often used to describe a 'difficult person' and that labelling a 
colleague in this way is part of the mobbing process (2008, p.3) as suggested by Davenport et al., 
1999, p.15). It is important to understand that this paper discusses the mobbing problem rather 
than bullying and that some of the study participants were falsely accused of bullying as part of 
the mobbing process. Throughout this paper, when the terms are used interchangeably by cited 
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authors, this is written as bullying/mobbing. However, the terms are used separately when 
describing stereotypical concepts of bullying and mobbing as listed by Shallcross et al., (2008; 
2010). In collaboration with Leymann (pp 16-17), Davenport et al., (1999) elaborated on 
mobbing as a five phased process of workplace expulsion as indicated in Figure 1 where those 
targeted are forced to leave their position (1999, p.38).  
 
 
Figure 1: Five phases of mobbing 
 
 The phenomenon commences with an unresolved conflict in the first phase that escalates 
to psychological assaults against those targeted during the second phase. These are malicious 
and perpetrated with deliberate intent to cause harm and to “psychologically terrorise” 
(Leymann, 1990, p.119; Davenport, et al., 1999, p.38) those targeted. The third phase 
commences when management becomes formally involved and the situation becomes a problem 
case (Leymann, 1996, & Davenport et. al., 1999, cited in Shallcross et al, 2008). During this 
phase, management tends to escalate the conflict by siding with the perpetrators (2008). The 
target becomes a “scapegoat” who is deemed to be “guilty of all failures and wrongdoings in the 
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Target labelled or blamed as mentally ill 
Phase three 
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team” (Zapf & Leymann, 1996, p. 299). During the fourth phase, those targeted are blamed as 
the one at fault, or described as mentally ill, and their reputations are discredited to the extent 
that they are forced to exit their workplace (Davenport et al., p.38). For the targets, this is often a 
very painful period where they feel “incapable of successfully fighting injustice” (D'Cruz & 
Noronha 2010, p. 529) they may face months and even years of “dealing with the perceived loss 
of professional reputation, organizational identity and self-confidence, and the long-term loss of 
core beliefs in justice or fairness” (Lutgen-Sandvik 2008, p. 110). During this phase, colleagues 
and management tend to focus on the personal characteristics of the target rather than the 
broader social, economic, organisational, and cultural factors that may be involved.  
 
Method  
In the tradition of critical theory, this action research project, explored the lived experience of 
212 self identified targets of workplace mobbing over a three year period. Data in the form of 
over 10,000 emails exchanged between participants, voluminous documents including those 
from government departments, solicitors, psychiatrists, workers compensation organisations, 
various review bodies, witness statements, and transcripts of court proceedings, were themed and 
categorised using a grounded theory process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, Charmaz, 2005). These 
documents were sighted and signed by a Justice of the Peace to add validity to the study. 
Interviews were also conducted to explore the experience of some participants in more detail. 
 
Findings 
Using grounded theory, nine emergent propositions were identified within the experience of 
participants and as the basis for possible future research (see Appendix 1 for details). These can 
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be summarised as the importance of naming the behaviour, the toxic and dysfunctional nature of 
public sector culture, the powerful influence of gossip, the relationship between gender and 
mobbing, social exclusion, and the absence of legislation, the denial of organisational justice, 
inadequate support systems, and the ability to resist and transform the adverse consequences of 
the experience.  
  This paper discusses two of the propositions that highlight perceptions of fairness and 
organisational justice as significant contributors to workplace conflict. The perceptions of 
participants are expressed in the following two propositions: 
 While guidelines detailing principles of natural justice and due process have been 
developed, these are not enforceable and do not match with public sector practice. 
(Organisational Justice) 
 Support systems for targeted workers are not neutral and tend to act on behalf of the 
employer to the detriment of the employee. (Support systems) 
The findings showed support for the five phase model (see Appendix 2). Because participants 
were followed beyond the expulsion phase, a sixth phase was added wherein recovery and 
personal transformation gradually became possible, with the assistance of emotional, practical 
and informational support (see Appendix 2).  As shown in the present study, the process often 
includes lengthy investigations with consultants contracted to document the perceptions and 
feelings of the complainants. The process is adversarial rather than conciliatory with participants 
being suspended, forwarded show-cause notices, and only months or years later being provided 
with the information that led to investigations being undertaken in the first place. While the 
investigations often conclude that the alleged bullying behaviours cannot be substantiated, those 
targeted are nevertheless blamed for the feelings and perceptions of the complainants. However, 
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the alleged perpetrators remained in their employment while those accused are unlikely to return 
to the workplace again. The following presents several key concepts derived from the present 
study that can be specifically linked with unresolved conflict and the processes, intimately 
related to power, that follow and result in cessation of employment. 
 
Unresolved conflict 
 
While conflict within workplaces is commonplace, it can be quite complex with various facets 
and outcomes. Although it is often negative, management literature suggests it can sometimes be 
used constructively in the development of a dynamic work environment focused on innovative 
solutions (De Dreu, 2008). However, in the case of mobbing, the conflict remains unresolved. 
The literature indicates that this may be because task conflict that is not managed constructively 
can lead to relationship conflict (Choi & Cho, 2011). Relationship conflict is very difficult to 
rectify and can develop initially for many reasons that go beyond task conflict, including 
possession of diverse backgrounds and perspectives (Lewis & Gunn, 2007). In the present study, 
negative, unresolved conflict was evident. 
 The findings also indicate that the conflict is likely to escalate. Using the Conflict 
Escalation Model of Glasl 1994 (as cited in Zapf & Gross, 2001) and a series of quantitative and 
qualitative studies, Zapf and Gross (2001) found that most bullying/mobbing cases could be 
tracked through various phases, commencing with attempts to cooperate and moving over time to 
increasingly higher levels of dysfunctionality, which was also identified in the present study. 
This study also indicates that conflict can remain unresolved and escalate on the basis of several 
processes that will now be addressed. Integral to these processes was the idea of power, which 
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moved towards the organisation and its untargeted employees, diminishing the perceived power 
of the target.  
 
Deontic retaliation or individual agency 
During the course of the study, participants became increasingly aware that to survive their 
experience they were compelled to retaliate. The duration and intensity of organisational assaults 
against one participant is provided here to highlight employee retaliation that typifies the 
experience of many others in this study. These acts of retaliation can alternatively be described 
as exercising individual agency to overcome the adverse impact of the ongoing workplace 
conflict. An example from this study is one participant who reported, and with substantiating 
documentation, as follows: 
...the department was trying to terminate my employment on the grounds of 'trumped up' 
mental illness.... Although, I did suffer extreme emotional and related physical trauma 
over a very long period, that is why I was off work for more than two years. All of the 
trauma I suffered was a direct result of the conflict in the workplace.  
 This comment was made in reference to organisational attempts to refer this participant 
for compulsory psychiatric assessment. She was directed to attend three appointments with 
psychiatrists for this purpose over a period of two years as indicated in the chronological list of 
incidents in Appendix 2. The first direction was in August and the second in October in Year 1, 
and the third in the following August of Year 2. The number of incidents of deontic retaliation by 
this one participant in response to perceived organisational assaults over the three year period is 
indicated in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Incidents of organisational assaults and deontic retaliation 
 
 In Year 1 there were eight organisational incidents to which this participant made five 
retaliatory responses. For example, a complaint was lodged with the Public Service 
Commissioner and she later lodged a claim for worker's compensation. These actions required 
two separate investigations to be undertaken into the workplace. This was followed up in Year 2, 
with ten organisational assaults and 17 responses including an unfair treatment appeal that was 
upheld by the Public Service Commission and other letters of complaint. This participant also 
commenced an eight month process to access her staff file under Freedom of Information 
provisions, requiring further investigations by the department. In Year 3, incidents decreased 
with two organisational assaults and three responses including acceptance of a voluntary early 
retirement (VER) payment. Later she followed up the issue of the abusive application of the 
compulsory psychiatric assessment process and was successful in having the matter discussed in 
the Queensland Parliament as follows: 
We see the misuse of Section 85 of the Public Service Act to enable departmental officers 
to compulsorily force public servants to undergo psychiatric testing, compelled to have a 
degrading and highly personal six-page psychiatric questionnaire and allowing reports 
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of the most intimate aspects of people's mental health to be reported back to other 
members of the Public Service. (Flegg, 2005, p. 45) 
The public criticism generated through the media and the parliament about compulsory 
psychiatric assessments resulted in the introduction of new guidelines to improve the process. 
 
 Organisational justice 
Leymann (1996) identified that those targeted tend to be demonised as being unworthy of basic 
human rights to the extent that management, in their desire to be rid of the target as the source of 
the problem, will violate fundamental rights to fair treatment such as denying the right of reply 
to those accused of wrongdoing. 
 An understanding of the importance of organisational justice can be explained in the 
context of the ‘belief in a just world’ theory (Lerner, 2003, cited in Alves & Correia, 2010). The 
theory argues that individuals and societies need to perceive the world as a fair place in order to 
maintain social order. This belief, it is claimed, is fundamental to effective daily functioning and 
when this belief is challenged, people make a conscious effort to restore justice (Cubela-Adoric 
& Kvartuc 2007).  
 The role of fairness has been identified as fundamental to maintaining a productive work 
environment (Folgers & Skarlicki, 2004). Some studies indicate that behaviour at work is 
strongly shaped by perceptions of justice and that judgements about what is just, fair, or deserved 
are at ‘the heart of people’s feelings, attitudes and behaviours’ in their interaction with others 
(Folger & Skarlicki, 2004, p.93). In fact, it is argued that unfavourable outcomes are more likely 
to be accepted when the processes is seen to be transparent and fair (see for example, Gensler, 
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Spurgin, & Swindal, 2003). When perceived injustices or unfairness occur, or when moral 
assumptions are undermined, this can lead to a situation referred to as “deontic retaliation” where 
retaliatory actions are undertaken in an effort to restore justice to those adversely impacted upon 
(Folger et al. 2004). This is indicated in the following comment from one participant in 
defending her choice to 'fight' against injustice.  
Most victims [sic] walk away without taking any action as the system is not sympathetic. 
Others like me who choose to stand up for our rights and our careers can spend years 
fighting the injustices that we have been subjected to. It is not simply a case of finding a 
lawyer and running to court.  
 
Procedural fairness 
To ensure justice and fairness at work, many organisations have developed guidelines for dealing 
with staffing matters, for example, those outlined by WorkCover in South Australia (Clarke 
2003) identify the following factors for dealing fairly with complaints. For the complainant, 
these include rights to:  
 be taken seriously 
 have a range of resolution options explained and available to them  
 be kept informed throughout the process, 
 respond to the version of events put by the accused, 
 receive advice and representation from their union or other representatives, 
 have their complaint subjected to independent and unbiased investigation and 
 decision making, and 
 be given access to confidential counselling at the employer’s expense. (Clarke, 
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2003) 
 
 Just as importantly, the principle of natural justice also means that respondents 
have the right to: 
 be presumed innocent until proven otherwise, 
 be kept informed about the process, 
 receive written details of all allegations made against them, including the name 
of the person who has made them, 
 respond to the allegations and have their side of the story heard, 
 know why they are being asked to attend any meeting, 
 receive advice and representation from their union or someone else of their 
choice 
 have the complaint against them heard in an independent and unbiased 
investigation and decision making process, and 
 be given access to confidential counselling at the employer’s expense. 
 
The findings of this study highlight the lack of justice and the follow on incidents of deontic 
retaliation that can be expected when some or all of these principles are absent. In this study, 
organisational investigation practices were perceived to be damaging and unfair towards those 
targeted as indicated in the following comments from one participant. 
The next thing I knew the staff who had left my area over the last 3 or more years had all 
voiced complaints. It did not stop there. Staff who I do not supervise also apparently were 
encouraged to complain about me. I also understand that staff who had left [the 
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organisation] were also able to voice complaints. I have not received any of these 
complaints in writing; however I did ask for that back in July [as attached to this email].  
I have been officially suspended and I am in shock, I could not believe they could suspend 
me without evidence. My supervisor has always expressed how happy he has been with 
my performance. It makes it very difficult when you are led to believe you are doing a 
great job and then you are hit with this. 
 
Moral exclusion and deserving targets 
The reason organisations may not follow good practice procedures can be connected to the 
concepts of deserving targets (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2003) and moral exclusion 
(Gerson, Woodside & Oportow, 2005). Moral exclusion is the perception held by some that 
others do not deserve to be dealt with fairly because they fall outside of their ‘boundary of 
fairness’. An example is when Muslims were widely perceived to be deserving of any unfair, 
unjust, or harmful treatment for some years after the 9/11 twin towers attack in New York city 
(Coryn & Borshuck 2006).  
 Forms of moral exclusion also extend to the workplace where some individuals are 
targeted, demonised and discredited to the extent that they are perceived as being deserving of 
harmful treatment. These people are not protected, regardless of guidelines and organisational 
fairness principles. In reality, there is little compunction to follow these principles and 
implementation is most likely dependent on individual goodwill because surprisingly, there are 
few legal requirements for compliance with natural justice (see for example, Calvey & Jansz, 
2005; Jamieson, 2005). Consequently, there is a tension between perceptions of fairness and that 
which occurs in organisational practice. This is particularly evident when discussing the concept 
Severe workplace conflict: The experience of mobbing 15 
 
of reasonable management action, which is the cause of considerable workplace conflict because 
in a legal sense actions do 'not need to be perfect or above criticism' (Workcover Queensland, 
2012). 
 Participants identified that workplace conflict escalated during the third phase of 
mobbing once management became involved. The combined forces of the system continually 
assault the target over a period of years until their expulsion is achieved. The systems deployed 
by management during the phases 3, 4 and 5 of the mobbing process include multiple 
investigations into vague and spurious accusations, disciplinary action, compulsory psychiatric 
assessment, and rejection of claims for compensation. The impact and intensity on those targeted 
is depicted with the assaults identified with the dotted black arrows in Figure 3.  
 
 
Figure 3: Collective aggression and target expulsion. 
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 When management eventually steps in, the situation becomes a formal "case". Due to 
previous stigmatization, it is very easy to misjudge the situation and place the blame on the 
mobbed person. This most often results in serious violations of the individual’s civil rights. In 
this phase, the mobbed person ultimately becomes marked/stigmatized, as explained by 
Davenport et al., (1999, p.39).  
During the fourth phase, senior management are identified as perpetuating further harm by 
blaming those targeted as the source of the problem. For example, one participant, reported that 
she was subjected to “daily intimidation, harassment, isolation, and discrimination” by senior 
management until she was “forced to leave” as she was at the point of “near collapse”. During 
this phase, the perpetrators appear to be protected and are sometimes even promoted into the 
position vacated by the target’s expulsion commented upon by one participant as follows:  
The complainants did not have to reveal their identity or give specifics to their vague 
accusations and were able to hide behind their claims that they feared reprisals, without 
any explanation as to why they feared me. The complainants remained in their positions, 
and two were promoted to my position [at different times] while the matter was still 
under investigation, thereby creating the impression that they were innocent victims [sic] 
of a bully boss.  
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Reasonable management action 
The concept of reasonable management action is a legal concept that effectively means that 
organisations can successfully argue before the industrial courts that their actions, no matter how 
poorly they are perceived in either a moral or ethical sense, are reasonable. The benchmark is not 
set very high because legal precedent indicates that management actions only need to be 
reasonable, that is, they do not need to be good or fair. This means, that if a worker sustains a 
long-term psychological injury arising from workplace conflict, the compensation claim system, 
at least in some Australian states, depends on the employee establishing that the employer was at 
fault. The process of making a claim for compensation, as experienced by many of the 
participants in this study, is simplified as depicted in Figure 4. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 Simplified view of workers’ claim for compensation for psychological damage 
Compensation claim by worker initially 
successful - pscyhological harm was caused 
due to unreasonable management action  
Compensation claim reviewed by a separate 
government agency (at employers request) 
and intial decision overturned as management 
actions are found to be reasonable 
Worker takes claim to industrial court in an 
attempt to prove that the employer's actions 
are unreasonable 
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The process usually involves lodging the initial claim, which upon acceptance, can be reviewed 
by the employer on the basis that the actions that caused the injury were reasonable management 
actions.  If the organisation's claim is upheld by the review body, then the worker can take the 
matter to an Industrial Court, a process that typically takes years and there is no guarantee of 
success at that stage. Nevertheless, some participants were successful in having their claims 
upheld. 
 The concept of reasonable management action not only denies compensation and other 
forms of redress to those targeted but also fails to hold perpetrators be accountable for their 
damaging actions. In addition to workers compensation, the support systems referred to here 
include rehabilitation, medical assistance, legal assistance, and internal grievance mechanisms. 
This finding reflects the experience of the participants in seeking support from systems that in 
reality these often inflicted further psychological assaults.  
employees are offered 3 free sessions at EAP programs so that employers can absolve 
themselves of any responsibility for the damage caused by what is later termed 
'reasonable management action'. EAP just covers their backs. 
 This finding adds to earlier Australian studies undertaken by Lennane (1996) and Barker 
and Sheehan (2000, cited in McCarthy & Mayhew, 2004) that conclude that medicos most often 
blame the presenting target rather than questioning organisational behaviour. Lennane (1996), a 
psychiatrist employed at one time to undertake assessments for worker’s compensation agencies, 
examined extracts from the reports, statements, and legal documents of 438 claimants from 
across Australia. Her conclusions support the arguments made by others that psychiatric 
professionals tend to blame those targeted rather than challenging the organisation (1996). 
Similar findings are reported in other studies, for example, Barker and Sheehan (2000) found that 
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claimants have difficulties in proving worker’s compensation claims on the basis of 
psychological damage arising from workplace bullying/mobbing.  
 Another study, explored the experience of women making claims through the workers 
compensation process (Calvey & Jansz, 2005). The compensation system was viewed by 
claimants as unnecessarily bureaucratic and biased against them (2005). Furthermore, in contrast 
to expectations, claimants found that the system lacked values associated with “empathy and 
caring” (p. 285). Another issue identified is the potential for health professionals to become 
compromised during legal proceedings where opposing parties are put into a position of 
“shopping around” for sympathetic assessments that tend to favour those paying (Seabury, 
Reville, & Neuhauser, 2006, p. 47). As one author (O'Grady, 2006) argues, "in effect there is a 
denial of natural justice" and "in some cases the experts appear to identify too willingly with the 
interests of the party paying for the report" (p.10). 
 
Lengthy investigations 
Another practice contributing to workplace conflict is that investigations can take two or three 
years and factoring in appeal processes, can sometimes extend to four or more years. While 
allegations of workplace bullying were sometimes made, these were later found to be without 
substance. While unsubstantiated complaints do not necessarily mean that complaints are false, 
in this study they were nevertheless found to be baseless. A commonly accepted standard for 
proving vexatious complaints is that the complainant has knowingly made false statements 
(Vickers, 2006, p. 267). Some of the participants provided documentation to prove that 
complainants had knowingly made false, although this evidence tended to be disregarded by 
investigators who were seemingly more interested in establishing their guilt. 
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 Although this approach might appear to be unjust and unfair, it is not unlawful and is the 
type of behaviour supported as reasonable management action. It is unusual in the public sector 
for management to reject trivial and unsubstantiated complaints. The participants in this study 
claimed that any complaint, no matter how trivial or vexatious, was investigated. 
Some good practice guidelines for dealing with complaints of workplace bullying explain that 
malicious and vexatious complaints have the potential to undermine efforts to deal with the 
problem successfully (Clarke, 2003). While some guidelines suggest that there should be 
consequences for those making malicious accusations, this was not the experience of those 
falsely accused in this study. Rather, in some cases the perpetrators were promoted, sometimes 
into the position vacated by the target. Additionally, some participants identified that complaints 
were manufactured against them as “payback” because they had challenged the ethics of the 
workplace. Furthermore, the burden of proof about the validity of the complaint rests with the 
accused person who is required to prove that the claims are false. When accused of workplace 
bullying, many of the participants claimed that they were not given the specifics, or the 
particulars, of the allegations made against them. The following quote is from correspondence 
made on behalf of one participant by the union in an endeavour to obtain the allegations on the 
basis of which she had been suspended. 
We again remind the University that during the past two months, [name] has not received 
any information pertaining to the allegations against her or what is being investigated. 
We believe that the University has not afforded natural justice to her. 
(Union correspondence to the organisation] 
While this approach may be considered unfair, the approach is not unlawful, and is rather 
supported as reasonable management action as indicated in the following comment, often cited 
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case law, decreed by President Hall from the Industrial Court of Queensland in ruling against a 
claim: 
'management action does not have to be without blemish to be reasonable' (23 April 
2002) cited in O'Grady (2006). 
 
 
Escalation of conflict  
Alternative dispute resolution processes of conciliation and mediation were unlikely to made 
available to those accused of workplace bullying. Rather, they were subjected to adversarial 
processes, including suspensions and investigations, that escalated conflict rather than seeking a 
resolution through a more “peaceful settlement” (Vickers, 2006, p. 267). However, three 
participants who had participated in mediation reported that the process created additional 
conflict rather than making progress towards a resolution. This is demonstrated in the case of one 
participant who comments that the mediator “overstepped her role” in “telling” her to “seek an 
exit strategy” when she was seeking to return to her position. The mediator told her that she 
would: 
 "ring the HR person… and get a meeting sorted” to discuss the exit strategy. Later she 
had a phone call “from the HR person to say... oh you’re coming to meet with me about 
an exit strategy, and I said actually no I’m not … I don’t want to know anything about 
this, I’m so confused. 
 The mediator, in this case, was perceived to be overstepping her role, in pursuing an exit 
strategy rather than a return to work strategy. The participant was confused about the intentions 
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of management and later invited the mediator to explain whether or not the exit strategy idea had 
been suggested by more senior management. The mediator replied as follows: 
…well, I have to say yes, there are some managers who feel that it would be better if you 
went. 
 
 The experience of another participant highlights some other problems that may arise 
when mediators are not trained or experienced. This participant reported that the people who 
mediated at the workplace: 
 had no idea what they were doing…she tried her best, but she burst into tears during the 
mediation …had a second meeting, and she burst into tears again… the two of them i.e. 
the mediator and [the perpetrator] ended up in tears during the mediation and they said, 
oh if you would just come and have a hug with us, everything would be alright. And I said 
I can't hug the perpetrator, I have been injured.  
The participants claimed that, despite departmental assurances that consultants were independent 
and impartial, in practice, investigations seemingly defaulted to a complaint gathering exercise, 
described metaphorically by some participants as witchhunts. Consultants were also described by 
some participants as “hired guns”, a term suggesting that consultants were appointed by 
departments to deliberately gather complaints against those targeted using biased methods that 
tended to favour complainants over respondents. The following comments from two different 
participants explain why some consultants are described as hired guns. 
I refer to [psychiatrist] as a hired gun for several reasons. One is that he is very 
well known around [the state] in legal circles and by the union. He has a 
reputation. While he does not go as far as giving employers everything they 
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want, like retirement recommendations straight off, he does give them part of 
what they want. What he can be relied upon to do is remove a person from the 
workplace temporarily. I base this claim on my knowledge of other … cases as 
well as mine. 
 
Sometimes these extreme hired guns … go as far as labelling the employee with a mental 
illness they don't have, without any diagnostic reasoning. The psychiatrist I described 
that [the employer] wanted to send me to is the worst, and she is also used by some 
departments for compulsory ill health retirement purposes. I know of others who are 
almost as bad.  
 Additionally, consultants do not seem to be formally held accountable for their methods. 
In those cases, where a psychologist or psychiatrist is employed to carry out workplace 
investigations, they are able to avoid accountability with their professional associations by 
arguing that they were not acting in their professional role. The comments of one participant 
typify those of others as follows: 
 [consultants]…market themselves as psychologists but then if complaints are 
made to the Psychologists’ Registration Board they then argue that they were not 
acting as a psychologist but merely as an investigator.  
The participants discovered that, in practice, the term “independent”, that they assumed to mean 
“impartial”, simply meant that a consultant, external to the department, had been employed. 
Another problem identified is that consultants do not appear to be trained or qualified in 
conducting procedurally fair investigations. Consultants are seemingly contracted based upon 
their reputation and previous experience in undertaking a variety of human resource management 
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roles. While this may appear to be a reasonable course of action from a management perspective, 
the process appears fundamentally flawed as it can be argued that consultants may have a 
“vested interest” to achieve departmental outcomes in order to secure future contract 
employment. This perception was supported by one consultant contributing to this study with her 
comments that: 
 
“…DGs make it very clear what outcome they’re after …” and if “… you give them a 
report based on natural justice principles, they’ll shake your hand and say thanks very 
much, but you’ll never hear from them again”.  
Thus, in effect, the organisation has added to its power by bringing in other parties who, for 
political and financial reasons, are likely to contribute to the imbalance of power experienced by 
the target.  
 
Investigation reports 
One aspect of investigations that some of the participants found to be a devastating experience 
was the style of report that was provided to them by departments at the end of the investigative 
process. After many months or years of investigation, participants were eventually provided with 
a substantial report, ranging from 200-1000 pages, with little analysis, documenting the feelings, 
thoughts, and perceptions of any complainant to demonise and discredit those targeted. The 
double standards evident during investigations is demonstrated on one hand, with the concern 
and support shown to the complainants, regardless of the validity of their complaints, while on 
the other hand, the feelings of targets arising from false accusations, one sided reports, 
investigations, suspensions, and psychological assaults are of much less concern. This blatant 
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imbalance is reflected in one participant’s comments made by way of complaint to the 
department that the report from the investigator was “biased and inaccurate and flawed” and that 
"while all other interviews were included, the views of anyone who supported me were 
disregarded".  
 
 The refusal to include any supportive statements and supplied evidence on behalf of the 
accused person has a devastating impact. The denial of justice is particularly threatening because 
targets seem to be singled out for unfair treatment and because they are unable to influence the 
outcome no matter what they do. Investigation reports were invariably described as devastating 
and in some cases, participants described that they were “pushed to the brink of suicide”. For 
example, after receiving the investigators report, one participant made the following comments: 
I am still having days that are ok and days that are very bad. I had a very bad day 
yesterday; crying all day. When I have very bad days I think of things I shouldn't 
- if you know what I mean. I think I am still in shock about not only the report 
but the entire matter.  
This study also reveals that consultants are not morally or legally accountable to either the 
employing department or to their professional bodies for the integrity of their investigations. For 
example, in the present study, participants claimed that consultants were appointed to gather 
complaints against them using methods that were psychologically damaging to them. This 
included lengthy investigations based on flawed processes that denied them natural justice. In 
addition, allegations made were most often based on the perceptions and feelings of the 
complainants rather than upon substance or tangible incidents. For example, sworn affidavits and 
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witness statements supporting those accused were dismissed while the perceptions and feelings 
of the complainants were paramount to investigators.  
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Discussion and recommendations 
Together, the above findings support the five-stage mobbing process that commences with unresolved 
conflict and moves through progressively negative stages to expulsion from the organization. Participants 
indicated that they were disappointed by a disconnect between ideal organisational processes of fairness 
and due process and their actual experiences. As participants moved through the stages of the mobbing 
process and experienced many difficulties such as the lengthy investigations and sense of exclusion, they 
felt a rapidly growing imbalance of power away from themselves. While guidelines detailing principles of 
natural justice and due process had been developed, there tended to be a serious mis-match with public 
sector practice in their experience, and support systems for targeted workers tended to act on behalf of the 
employer to the detriment of the employee, as the power of the organization prevailed. The costs to the 
individual and the organisation are clearly large.  
A strength of this study is that it gained rich details of participants’ experiences, as well 
as access to additional sources of substantiating information such as relevant documents. 
Participants in this study self-identified as targets of mobbing and were willing to share their 
experiences. Consistent with other studies (e.g. Lutgen-Sandvik 2008), very considerable 
impacts on individuals’ lives and careers were shown.  As such, participants seemingly gained 
some relief from their distress and ultimately, through support processes, many were able to 
move on with their lives in a satisfactory manner after a length of time (Shallcross…..). 
Therefore, a recommendation is that targets gain access to appropriate informational, practical 
and emotional support. preferably at an early stage.   
While this study has the limitation of using retrospective memories, which meant that 
aspects of the context, including the perspectives of colleagues, were not available, inferences 
may be drawn. Some organizations can clearly become quite negative, to the detriment of at least 
Severe workplace conflict: The experience of mobbing 28 
 
some members and to the functioning of the organization itself. Therefore, prevention measures 
need to be considered and indeed researched further.  
As discussed above, a key aspect of the mobbing process is unresolved conflict. 
Moreover, the severe, negative outcomes reported by participants indicate the importance of 
avoiding the onset of the mobbing process. In terms of prevention, there are several important 
organisational processes that need to be considered. These may be broadly grouped into 
perspectives around the job and wider organisational processes. Firstly, at the level of the 
individual and their job, the importance of several core characteristics (Job Characteristics 
Model; Hackman & Oldham, 1987)  have been identified as quite robust. These include  skill 
variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and feedback, which link to meaningfulness, 
sense of responsibility, and knowledge of results, which in turn impact upon motivation, 
performance, satisfaction and low absenteeism. Of these features, the experienced 
meaningfulness of work is a particularly strong feature in rewarding jobs (Johns, 2010).  
Therefore, jobs need to be carefully reviewed in terms of these characteristics, the skills and 
roles of organisational participants, and the potentially changing environment, all of which needs 
to be considered in openly participative ways (Oldham & Hackman, 2010). As Notelaers, De 
Witte and Einarsen (2010) found, role ambiguity (which involves unclear tasks and/or 
responsibilities), job insecurity, changes in the job, and the receipt of insufficient task-related 
feedback are significant predictors of stress, conflict and workplace bullying. 
Especially with the growth of teamwork in organisations, social and communicative 
dimensions such as social support, feedback from others, and task interdependence  have been 
demonstrated as essential in creating effective work environments (see meta-analysis by 
Humphrey, Nahrgang & Morgeson, 2007). Within team contexts, effective goal-setting and 
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leadership skills have been associated with reduced levels of stress and bullying in team contexts 
(Ayoko & Callan, 2010). Thus, bullying tends to thrive where employees perceive their jobs to 
be unclear and open to conflict and strain (Bowling & Beehr, 2006). Moreover, task conflict has 
been found to quite often precede relationship conflict (Gamero, Gonazalez-Roma & Peiro, 
2008), which is especially difficult to restore. Therefore the design of jobs, and the use of 
effective communication and leadership skills (Zapf, Escartin, Einarsen,  Hoel, & Vartia, 2011) 
are important in the prevention or at least positive management of initial task conflict (and the 
ultimate avoidance of any need for retaliatory behaviours) that can lead to the unresolved conflict 
involved in the precipitation of mobbing processes.   
Secondly, explicit, formal organizational processes and procedures that encompass fair 
practices are vital to demonstrate to organizational members that there is an understanding of the 
complexities involved and the potential for a fair and systematic approach to issues. However, 
consistent with other studies (e.g. D’Cruz & Noronha, 2010), targets have expressed 
disappointment with formal processes once they try to access them. Indeed, informal measures, 
such as support from colleagues, have been identified by targets as most helpful in their situation 
(D’Cruz & Noronha, 2010). Therefore, a work environment that involves a positive culture of 
proactive problem-solving and interpersonal norms (Ramsay, Troth & Branch, 2011 ) and sound 
leadership (Ayoko & Callan, 2010) appears to be very important to have  in association with 
formal policies (e.g. an anti-bullying policy), awareness training in relation to responsibilities 
and obligations of employers and employees, and a system for complaints (McCarthy, 
Henderson, Sheehan, & Barker, 2002); Shallcross, Ramsay and Barker, 2008). Thus, a 
combination of informal and formal processes may help to reduce the likelihood of mobbing 
processes commencing and give the ability to intervene in early stages of conflict. However, 
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further research that focuses on longitudinal data is needed to more fully understand the value of 
written policies and their association with other preventive and management measures (Salin 
2008).    
Conclusion 
The above article has addressed an important area through an examination of workplace 
mobbing processes. A five-phase model established in the literature has been explored in relation 
to findings from a study with participants who self-identified as having experienced mobbing. 
Findings indicate that the unresolved conflict can readily escalate on the basis of a number of 
processes, including lengthy investigations and various methods of escalating conflict. These 
processes also allowed the diminution of power on the part of the target and the corresponding 
advancement of power on the part of the organisation, including through the deliberate addition 
of outside parties to supplement their power base. While there is a great need for targets to 
receive support, several recommendations for interventions that may prevent the mobbing 
process were proposed, with a particular emphasis on developing well-designed jobs, good 
communication skills and an organisational culture based on a fair set of formal and informal 
processes and procedures. The paper details the use of organisational processes from the 
perspective of participants, offering rich insights into their lived experience. The paper has made 
a particular contribution to the understanding of workplace mobbing processes, especially from 
the perspective of targets, and the complexities of unresolved conflict and use of power in 
organisations.    
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Appendix 1: Emergent Propositions for further research 
 
 
Propositions Themes 
 Public sector culture is dysfunctional whereby employment 
survival requires conformity, submission, and silence. 
(Organisational culture) 
 Workplace gossip, rumour, hearsay and innuendo are influential 
forms of power in public sector organisations. (Gossip and 
power) 
 While guidelines, detailing principles of natural justice and due 
process have been developed, these are not enforceable and do 
not match with public sector practice. (Organisational justice) 
 Support systems for targeted workers are not neutral and tend to 
act on behalf of the employer to the detriment of the employee. 
(Support systems)  
T
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 There may be a gendered pattern to workplace mobbing where 
women are not only more likely to be targeted but are also more 
likely to perpetrate acts of mobbing towards other women. 
(Gender and mobbing) 
 A contributing risk factor for being targeted appears to relate to 
belonging to a cultural minority, that is, being an outsider or 
different to the dominant culture. (Exclusion)  
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 Workplace mobbing is a distinct form of workplace violence, and 
to give voice to those targeted, the phenomenon first needs to be 
recognised and understood. (Naming the problem) 
 The absence of specific legislation to address the phenomenon 
appears to maintain a system that denies legal remedies to those 
targeted (Legislation) 
 Survival of mobbing most likely requires those targeted to take 
risks in the pursuit of options to reduce the adverse impact of the 
problem. (Transformation)  
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Appendix 2: One participant example of incidents of organisational and employee 
responses  
 
 
Year 
and 
date 
Number 
of 
Incidents 
Type of organisational and employee responses Mobbing 
phases 
Year One 
3-Apr Org 1 Critical incident 1 Phase 1 
 3-Apr Emp 1 Conciliatory efforts from Employee rejected  
26-Apr Org 2  Critical incident 2 Phase 2 
12-Aug Org 3 Direction 1: Psychiatrist A for compulsory 
psychiatric ill health retirement 
13-Aug Org 4 Expulsion from workplace Phase 3 
10-Sep Org 5 Psychiatrist A: Report to Department  
7-Oct Emp 2 Grievance 1 from Employee to Public Service 
Commissioner 
7-Oct Emp 3 Claim for worker’s compensation lodged by 
Employee 
10-Oct Emp 4 Application for income protection benefit lodged by 
Employee 
23-Oct Org 6 Direction 2: Psychiatrist B for compulsory 
psychiatric ill health retirement 
2-Dec Emp 5 Department: Grievance 2 from Employee 
4-Dec Org 7 Psychiatrist B: Report to Department 
18-Dec Org 8 Grievance 2 response to Employee (from 
Investigator) 
Year Two 
8-Jan Emp 6 Complaint 2: From Employee re Departmental 
grievance process 
Phase 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13-Jan Org 9 Departmental response to Complaint 2 
28-Jan Emp 7 Department indicates return to work option 
28-Feb Org 10 Investigator report on Grievance 2 (negative) 
7-Mar Emp 8 Department: Grievance Stage 3  
13-Mar Org 11 Worker’s compensation claim rejected 
27-Mar Org 12 Departmental reply to Psychologist  
15-Mar Emp 9 Freedom of Information (FOI) application process 
commenced (8 months)  
24-Apr Emp 10 Appeal to re worker’s compensation rejection 
25-Apr Emp 11 Grievance to public service commission 
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Year 
and 
date 
Number 
of 
Incidents 
Type of organisational and employee responses Mobbing 
phases 
22-May Emp 12 Employee's response to grievance report  
 
 
 
Phase 5 
10-Jun Org 13 Worker’s compensation rejection upheld by review 
Emp 
15-Jun Emp 13 Employee’s Unfair Treatment Appeal upheld by 
Public Service Commission  
8-Jul Org 14 Commissioner response to Grievance 1  
(made by Employee 9 months previously) 
3-Aug Org 15 Direction 3: Psychiatrist C re compulsory 
psychiatric ill health retirement 
12-Aug Emp 14 Complaint 1: Commissioner re abuse of compulsory 
psychiatric ill health retirement 
18-Aug Org 16 Department: Response to Complaint re abuse of 
compulsory psychiatric ill health retirement 
24-Sep Emp 15 Public Service Commission suggests negotiated 
separation 
31-Oct Emp 16 Media: Psych tests dished out as punishment 
5-Nov Org 17 Direction for Assessment: Psychiatrist D at the 
request of income protection Emp 
14-Nov Emp 17 Media: Storm grows of psychiatric tests - 'hitmen' 
21-Nov Emp 18 Media: Call for ban on psych testing 
23-Nov Emp 19 Hansard Queensland parliament: public servants 
psychiatric testing  
8-Dec Emp 20 Media: public services bosses hear darkest secrets 
12-Dec Org 18 Report from Psychiatrist D recommending return to 
work 
20-Dec Emp 21 Application for total and permanent disability 
superannuation benefits 
Year Three 
18-Dec Org 19 Departmental advice refusing return to work option  
12-Jan Org 20 Unexpected cancellation of income protection benefit  
19-Jan Emp 22 Appointment with Psychiatrist E 
6-Feb Org 21 Cessation of income protection 
20-Feb Emp 23 Voluntary Early Retirement Package accepted upon 
resignation (Exclusion) 
 
